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Introduction

• Key Takeaways About Traffic Noise Analysis

• Streamlining Efforts and Process Improvements 

Underway 

• When does a project need a noise study? 

• Type I v. Type III Projects

• State v. Federal Funding

• Noise Study Process 

• Timeline for TNR completion and project schedule

• TNAQ is Here to Help

• Noise Wall Placement Principles 

• Date of Public Knowledge

• Traffic Noise FAQs

• Noise Wall Aesthetics (time permitting)

• Public Involvement and Balloting (time permitting)
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Noise Studies serve two main purposes:

• To ID impacts for disclosure to public in 

compliance with NEPA/SEPA

• To identify abatement in compliance with 

Federal regulation and NCDOT policy

Two main deliverables:  

• Traffic Noise Report -- for disclosure of 

impacts and identification of likely abatement 

(that is, preliminarily feasible and reasonable) 

for NEPA/SEPA 

• Design Noise Report – to identify recommended

abatement for inclusion in final design plans

Key Takeaways About Traffic Noise 

Analysis 
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Key Takeaways About Traffic Noise 

Analysis 
• Noise Studies serve two main purposes:

– To ID impacts for disclosure to public in 
compliance with NEPA/SEPA

– To identify feasible and reasonable abatement in 
compliance with Federal law and NCDOT policy

• Two main deliverables:  

– Traffic Noise Report -- for disclosure of impacts 
and identification of preliminary abatement for 
NEPA/SEPA

– Design Noise Report – to identify recommended 
abatement for inclusion in final design plans
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State projects need noise studies too (more on this later)

State MCDC Projects do not require noise studies – but you 
may want to do one anyway.

Noise ANALYSIS on a state project and a Federal project is the 
same, but ABATEMENT is not. On certain types of state projects, 
the Division Engineer gets to make a practicability call on walls 
found to be feasible and reasonable (more on this later)

Key Takeaways About Traffic Noise

Analysis 
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• State projects need noise studies too (more 
on this later)

• State MCDC Projects do not require noise 
studies – but you may want to do one 
anyway.

• Noise ANALYSIS on a state project and a 
Federal project is the same, but ABATEMENT 
is not. On certain types of state projects, the 
Division Engineer gets to make a 
practicability call on walls found to be feasible 
and reasonable (more on this later)
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Involve 
Traffic Noise 

and Air 
Quality in 
scoping.  

Send us your start of 
study letters, invite us 

to your scoping 
meetings, let us 

review your scopes of 
work, and let us 

prepare and negotiate 
your fees for traffic 

noise work. We will steer you well 
and save you 

headaches and delays 
down the road.

TNAQ has to sign and 
accept all TNRs and 

DNRs, so involving us 
early is critical.

Key Takeaways About Traffic Noise 

Analysis 
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Streamlining efforts and process 

improvements are underway

DB Process (implemented):  Eliminates a DOT-prepared DNR for 
Design-Build projects.  

Allow voting at noise wall public meetings (implemented)

LOS C Look-up Tables (implementation is underway):  Provides 
Firms a tool in determining traffic volumes to use for traffic noise 
analysis.  

Standard TNR template and streamlined text templates being 
developed (expected implementation 2018).

Programmatic Agreement (expected implementation in 2019):  
Will provide a screening tool to exempt certain projects from 
needing noise studies based on ADT and other factors.
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When does a project need a noise 

study?

•Type I Projects DO require noise studies
•Type III Projects DO NOT require noise studies. 

For Federal 
Projects:  

•Projects with Type I activity where a document 
other than an MCDC is being prepared DO 
require noise studies*
•MCDC projects DO NOT require noise studies 

For State 
Projects:

*To comply with SEPA
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Type I v. Type III Projects

Type I Projects (Noise Study)

• Alterations to the road that 

may increase noise

• New through lanes including 

HOV, HOT, restriping 

existing pavement for new 

lanes, truck climbing 

lanes/passing lanes 

• Auxiliary lanes > 2,500 ft 

(recent change)
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Type I v. Type III Projects

Type I Projects (Cont.)

• Substantial change to the 

horizontal or vertical alignment

• Substantially altered or new 

rest areas, park and ride/share 

facilities, or toll plazas

If any part of the project is 

Type I, the entire project as 

defined in the environmental 

document is Type I.
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Type I v. Type III Projects
Type III

• In general are exempt from noise analysis and include:

• Maintenance activities

• Shoulder improvements

• Intersection improvements that do not include substantial 
realignments

• Some interchange modifications

• Guardrail replacement

• Bridge replacement on the same alignment

• KEY: The project activity determines the need for the noise 
analysis; not the class of environmental document

• Be mindful of scope creep!
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Federal v. State Funding

State Funds Only

• Type I activity for:

– US or Interstate Route, and

– full control of access, and

– adding a new through-lane

• All other Type I projects with a state EA or EIS

– Analysis required

– Division Engineer determines if abatement is practicable

Practicable: Available and capable of being done after taking into 

consideration cost, existing technology, and logistics in light of overall 

project purposes.

• State Minimum Criteria projects do not require a noise study 

unless first bullet above applies

13
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Start
Federal 
Project? 

Examine against 
Type I criteria 

Type I 
project? 

No

No Noise Study 
Required

Yes

No

MCDC?

Yes

No Noise Study 
Required

Yes

Conduct traffic 
noise analysis; 
prepare Traffic 
Noise Report

No

Noise Walls 
likely?

No

Done.  
Consider 

whether Design 
Noise Report 

should be 
prepared during 

design.

If State project, 
Division 

Engineer makes 
practicability 

call 

Evaluated in 
DNR during 

design. 
Yes

Practicable?  

Wall not 
constructed.  

Done

No

Yes

Federal
Project

State 
Project

Incorporate feasible and 
reasonable noise abatement 

into project plans and construct

No

Adding through 
lanes to Interstate or US 

route with full control
of access?

Yes

Division 
documents why 

wall(s) not 
practicable in a 
memo – TNAQ 

can assist

DNR and 
balloting 
process
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Noise Study Process
• TNR during NEPA/SEPA Phase

– Identifies impacts

– Where there are impacts, considers abatement

– Identifies “likely” walls – that is walls that preliminarily meet 

feasibility and reasonableness criteria

• If there are likely walls identified in the TNR, the 

TNAQ Group will attend public meeting to answer 

traffic noise questions
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Noise Study Process
• If likely walls were identified in TNR, then DNR done 

during design phase 

– By NCDOT if Design Bid Build 

– By Design-Build Team if DB

• DNR identifies “recommended” abatement

– That is, abatement the meets feasibility and reasonableness 

criteria -- except for public preference -- based on final design

– Public preference is then solicited for the recommended walls

• “Balloting Process”

• TNAQ carries out

– Recommended walls that pass the 

balloting process are constructed 
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Timeline for TNR and Project 

Schedule

**If schedule is tight, we can advise of ways to save time.

*Does not have to be preliminary plans; functional design is fine – whatever you are 
using to quantify other impacts for your document.

Allow a minimum of 150 days from NTP and availability of designs*, whichever is later

90 days for draft TNR** 30 days for review by TNAQ 30 days for revisions/approval
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TNAQ is Here to Help

The Traffic Noise & Air Quality Group is available to:

• Assist in determining whether a noise study is needed; if in 
doubt, please ask; always consult us at scoping

• Review scopes of work 

• Prepare in-house estimates

• Negotiate estimates with private firms

• Review/approve traffic noise work plans and model validation 
files 

• Conduct QA/QC of Traffic Noise Reports (TNRs) and Design 
Noise Reports (DNRs) 

• TNAQ must accept and sign all TNRs and DNRs

• If we scoped and approved the TNR and DNR, we will answer 
citizen questions/handle citizen complaints.

18
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Date of Public Knowledge

The date of approval of the final environmental 

document: 

• Categorical Exclusion (CE) 

• Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) 

• Record of Decision (ROD).

Use 2011 manual/policy for projects with Date of

Public Knowledge (DoPK) prior to October 6, 2016

Must determine impacts for lands permitted prior to DoPK
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Traffic Noise FAQs
• When does a project need a noise study?  

– If any environmental document other than a State 

Minimum Criteria Determination Checklist (MCDC) is 

being prepared, the need for a noise study is determined by the 

type of improvements, regardless of project funding.  In these cases, 

always consult the Traffic Noise and Air Quality Group (TNAQ) for a 

determination on whether or not a noise study is needed.   The policy 

can be a little hard to interpret, but TNAQ understands the policy’s 

intent and applies the policy uniformly and consistently statewide in 

making this determination.  TNAQ is always eager to help you answer 

this question.

– If project is being processed as an MCDC, then no noise study is 

needed.  However, the Division may choose to do one anyway if noise 

might be a public concern of the public, so that their questions can be 

better addressed.  This is especially true if the project is building a 

new-location road near noise sensitive land uses (homes, churches, 

schools, etc.). 
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Traffic Noise FAQs
On State funded projects, when does the Division Engineer get to 

determine whether a noise study will 

be prepared? 

• The Division Engineer does not make this decision (except in the 

case of an MCDC).   Whether or not a noise study is required is 

dictated by policy.  Consult TNAQ office at scoping, and we will 

assess your project in light of the Traffic Noise Policy and advise 

whether or not a noise study is needed.   The new authority granted 

to DEs in the 2016 Traffic Noise Policy pertains to abatement, not 

analysis.   

On State funded projects, when does the Division Engineer get to 

determine whether noise walls will be provided?

• On a state-funded project that is not adding through lanes to an

interstate or US route with full control of access, the Division 

Engineer can determine whether a likely noise wall identified in the 

TNR is practicable.  The rationale for the practicability call must 

be provided in writing (the TNAQ Group can assist with this).  

This is a new provision of the 2016 Traffic Noise Policy.  
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Traffic Noise FAQs
If there are a bunch of driveways and intersections that would 

prevent a noise wall from being built, then there’s no need to do a 

noise study, right? 

• Wrong.  Even if no abatement can be provided due to driveways, 

etc., we still must identify and disclose traffic noise impacts to the 

public as part of National or State Environmental Policy Acts (NEPA 

or SEPA). 

– Our noise studies serve two purposes.  One is to identify anticipated noise 

impacts and disclose them to the public in compliance with NEPA/SEPA.   

This is the primary purpose of the Traffic Noise Report (TNR) done during the 

NEPA/SEPA phase.  The TNR will also identify preliminarily feasible and 

reasonable noise abatement. 

– The second purpose noise studies serve (achieved by the Design Noise 

Report [DNR]) is to identify and recommend the location and size of noise 

walls during final design.  The results of this report are used for soliciting 

public preference of those benefited by a wall (the balloting process) and for 

providing the design team critical noise wall information for inclusion in the 

project plans and specifications. 
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Traffic Noise FAQs

How long does it take to do a noise study?
• Allow at least 150 calendar days from Notice to Proceed or availability of 

designs, whichever is later, and a completed report.  

When is the right time to get started on a noise study? 
• As soon as designs are available for the detailed study alternatives.  These 

can be functional or preliminary.  It is much better to get started sooner with a 

lesser level of design than to wait for the availability of approved design 

plans.  Since CEs are being done in 12 months, and since the TNR needs to 

be signed before the CE approval date, we need to get started as soon as 

any level of design on project alternatives is available.  

• However, there is preliminary work (noise analysis work plan, field work, 

model validation, baseline modeling) that can be done while designs are 

being developed.  This preliminary work can begin once project limits and 

proposed improvements are known.  

• Your noise study should evaluate all detailed study alternatives, not just the 

Preferred Alternative, so do not wait until you select the Preferred before 

starting your noise study.   Doing so will jeopardize your project schedule.

• Contact TNAQ for project-specific guidance as needed.   
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Traffic Noise FAQs

• What level of involvement should the TNAQ have in 

Division managed projects? 
– PROJECT SCOPING:  Always consult us at scoping and we will advise you 

on the need for a traffic noise (or air quality) study based on the specific 

project.  Invite us to your scoping meetings, send us your start of study 

letters, send us your scopes of work to review.  

– FIRM CONTRACT SCOPING: We will provide a standard scope template, 

review your traffic noise (or air quality) scope of work, prepare workday 

estimates, review firm’s workday estimate, negotiate with the firm when 

necessary. 

– REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF DELIVERABLES: We will review and approve 

all traffic noise deliverables (traffic noise work plans, validation models, 

TNRs, and DNRs, and TNR or DNR addenda).  

– PUBLIC MEETINGS: We will attend public meetings for projects where noise 

is a concern or where noise walls are likely.  After completion of a DNR, we 

will also take the lead in scheduling/leading balloting meetings. 

– BALLOTING PROCESS:  We will conduct the balloting process for soliciting 

public preference on recommended noise walls in a DNR. 

– PANEL DRAWINGS:  We will review and approve all panel drawings for noise 

walls. 

– DESIGN REVISION REVIEW:  We will review all design revisions to noise 

walls, or revisions to project design that may affect noise walls.  
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Noise Wall Aesthetics

Texture Options:

Other Options 
Available
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Noise Wall Aesthetics

Stain Options:   Federal Standard 595 Paint Colors 

Brown Palette Gray Palette
http://www.colorserver.net/showpalette.asp?group=6http://www.colorserver.net/showpalette.asp?group=0&cmd=append%20-%20search

http://www.colorserver.net/showpalette.asp?group=6
http://www.colorserver.net/showpalette.asp?group=0&cmd=append - search
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Noise Wall Aesthetics
Division Engineer Determines Texture and Stain Color

Ashlar Stone with FS 36559 Stain, depicted in this visualization, 
is being used throughout Division 7.
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Ashlar Stone with FS 36270 Stain, depicted in this visualization, 
is being used in Divisions 6 and 9.
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Public Involvement

Early public involvement

– Nature of highway traffic noise

– Types and effects of noise 

abatement measures

– Traffic noise staff occasionally 

attend if invited when noise is 

expected to be of interest; 

utilize general traffic noise 

public involvement materials
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Public Involvement
Public Meetings & Hearings

– Preliminary noise study

– EA, DEIS is complete

– Potential Noise Abatement 
Areas on maps; noise walls not 
shown

– Traffic Noise staff attend when 
approved TNR has likely walls
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Public Involvement and 

Balloting

Final design

• Detailed noise abatement 
study 

• Noise walls are shown on 
maps

• Balloting occurs for benefited 
receptors

• Traffic Noise staff host
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Balloting

• Obtain views from property owners and tenants of benefited receptors

• Weight ballots as follows: 

• 5 points/ballot for adjacent property owners who reside at property

• 4 points/ballot for adjacent property owners who rent property to others

• 3 points/ballot for all non-adjacent property owners who reside at 

property

• 2 points/ballot for all non-adjacent property owners who rent property to 

others

• 1 point/ballot vote for all tenants of rental property

• Adjacent Receptor is a benefited receptor that 

1) represents a property that abuts the highway right of way or 

2) has no benefited receptor between it and the highway.



Traffic Noise Policy

34

Balloting
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Balloting
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Public Involvement Displays and Handouts
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Key Links

NCDOT Traffic Noise Policy (2016)

Guidance and Procedures (including Air and Noise)

At this 2nd link, various resources can be found, 

including: 

TNR and DNR scope templates, 2016 Traffic Noise 

Manual, 2011 Traffic Noise Abatement Policy, and 2011 

Traffic Noise Abatement Manual

https://connect.ncdot.gov/resources/Environmental/PDEA Procedures Manual Documents/2016 NCDOT Traffic Noise Policy.pdf
https://connect.ncdot.gov/resources/Environmental/Pages/Environmental-Compliance-Guides.aspx


Traffic Noise Policy

43

Additional Information?

Missy Pair, PE

Traffic Noise & Air Quality Group Leader

Environmental Analysis Unit

(919) 707-6064

mpair@ncdot.gov

OR

Tracy Roberts, AICP

Senior Traffic Noise & Air Quality Specialist

919-707-2728

teroberts1@ncdot.gov

mailto:mpair@ncdot.gov
mailto:teroberts1@ncdot.gov

